All pathological T4 esophageal carcinomas should be categorized as stage IV.
The prognosis of pathological T4 (pT4) esophageal carcinoma is still dismal, however, the current TNM classification categorizes some pT4 cancers (pT4M0) as stage III. The purpose of this study was to evaluate of the relevance of this classification. One hundred and thirty-five patients who underwent esophagectomy for pathological stage III (n = 85) and IV (n = 50) esophageal tumors were enrolled in the study. The outcomes and prognostic factors for these patients were examined. After the reclassification that pT4M0 tumors were categorized as stage IV, the two survival curves were compared between new stage III and IV. The 5-year survival rates for stage III and IV were 14.6%, 19.1%, respectively (P = 0.9). The 5-year survival rates for pT3N1M0 and pT4M0 were 21.1%, 0%, respectively (P < 0.0001). After the reclassification, the overall 5-year survival rates for new stage III and IV were 24.0%, 14.2%, respectively (P = 0.004). Curative resection (P = 0.002), radiotherapy (P = 0.001), depth of tumor invasion (pT3; P = 0.0004, pT1; P = 0.04) were the significant prognostic factors for stage III and IV carcinomas. Thirty-one (83.8%) of 37 patients with pT4 tumor had received non-curative esophagectomy. All pathological T4 esophageal carcinomas should be categorized as stage IV in the TNM classification.